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SUSTAINABLE MOUNTAIN TOURISM
IN WORD AND DEED: A COMPARATIVE
ANALYSIS IN THE MACRO REGIONS
OF THE ALPS AND THE DINARIDES
Ivan Paunović, Verka Jovanović
Sustainable mountain tourism can contribute significantly to sustainable















Sustainable mountain tourism in word and deed: A comparative analysis in the
macro regions of the Alps and the Dinarides
ABSTRACT: This article examines similarities and differences in the attitudes and social representations
of destination managers towards implementing sustainable tourism between the mountain regions of the
Alps and the Dinarides. Bearing in mind the transnational impacts (i.e., environmental, economic and social)
of the tourism industry the research methodology adopted an international perspective by sending
a questionnaire to tourism organizations in fourteen different countries in the Alps and the Dinarides. The
research is interdisciplinary in nature, because it integrates knowledge from sustainability and management
science with tourism geography and social psychology. The findings confirm that social representations
of sustainable tourism differ significantly in the two mountain regions.
KEY WORDS: Sustainability, tourism geography, governance, mountain tourism, social representations
of tourism, Alps, Dinarides
Trajnostni gorski turizem v besedi in dejanju: primerjalna analiza v makroregijah
Alp in Dinarskega gorstva
IZVLEČEK: V članku avtorja preučujeta podobnosti in razlike v odnosu destinacijskih menedžerjev do
izvajanja trajnostnega turizma na gorskih območjih Alp in Dinaridov oziroma primerjata socialne
reprezentacije trajnostnega turizma na teh dveh območjih. Ker ima turistična dejavnost transnacionalne
(okoljske, ekonomske in socialne) vplive, sta avtorja opravila mednarodno raziskavo, v kateri sta vprašalnike
poslala turističnim organizacijam v 14 različnih državah na območju Alp in Dinarskega gorstva. Raziskava
je interdisciplinarna, saj združuje znanja s  področij trajnostnega razvoja, managementa, turistične
geografije in socialne psihologije. Njeni izsledki potrjujejo, da se socialne reprezentacije trajnostnega turizma
med obema preučevanima gorskima območjema precej razlikujejo.
KLJUČNE BESEDE: trajnostnost, turistična geografija, upravljanje, gorski turizem, socialne reprezentacije
turizma, Alpe, Dinarsko 
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1 Introduction
In the Alps, sustainable development became an important paradigm at the level of the macro region soon
after the publication of the report »Our Common Future« by the Brundtland Commission, through the
first Alpine conference in Berchtesgaden in 1989, and ever since a coordinated transnational research has
been conducted in the Alps through the Alpine Convention. (Borsdorf et al. 2015; WCED 1987). In the
Dinarides however, there are still no strong transnational and cross-disciplinary political initiatives or research
on sustainable development. This situation points to the potential differences in the social representations
of sustainable tourism in the Dinarides. This article therefore opens a discussion on the governance and
sustainability of tourism from the perspective of the mountain destination managers in the two macro regions:
the Alps and the Dinarides. The Alps are a natural benchmark for the Dinarides not only as their closest
neighbor but also as one of the leading mountain chains regarding research on the environmental and social
impacts of mountain tourism. The article investigates the phenomenon of sustainable tourism in the Alps
and the Dinarides as an interdisciplinary field of research between tourism geography, social psychology,
sustainability science and management science. 
The Brundtland Commission has defined sustainable development as: »… development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of the future generations to meet their own needs«
(WCED 1987), and other institutions (UNEP and UNWTO 2005) emphasize that at the center of sustainable
development are interdisciplinary perspectives (involving the economy, society, and environment) and glob-
al perspectives as well as ethical conduct. This means that sustainable destination planning and development
are directly connected to destination values and leadership. Elaković (2011) correctly notes that a criti-
cal-realistic approach to destination development (with humanistic values at its core) marks the mature
phase of tourist destination development. The author further clarifies that improving leadership and man-
agement values is a task for every ethical manager in order to improve the full scope of organisational activites
and lessen their negative impacts on the environment. In this sense, there is very little research on the social
representations of tourism (Moscardo 2011), and none has been conducted on sustainable mountain tourism.
Social representations are a specific way of understanding and communicating existing knowledge, some-
where between the raw concepts and percepts, which give meaning to the world around us (Moscovici
and Duveen 2000). In short, representation is an image or a meaning. Social representations in tourism
are what communities and other stakeholders believe or interpret about tourism and its impacts (Moscardo
2011). The central actor, whose social representation of sustainable tourism has been studied in this arti-
cle are the destination management organizations (DMO) in the Alps and the Dinarides. DMO’s are a central
actor in coordination of various tourism stakeholders and as such they usually have the most knowledge
about different types of destination stakeholders.
Moscardo’s (2011) analysis of tourism planning models in emerging destinations demonstrated that
the predominant paradigm is a business approach, whereas sustainability issues have been totally neglected
in most cases. Government planning has been considered by many as partly outdated and partly unnec-
essary, but effective management systems for sustainable tourism very often need government planning
(Bramwell and Lane 2011). The two main factors shaping the planning of mountain and ski tourism are
demographic change-as the most important factor, and climate change-as the second most important fac-
tor (Gössling and Scott 2012). However, this order is predicted to shift by the end of the century, when
climate change will become the most important factor, and demographic change the second most impor-
tant factor. Organizational approaches to this changes can vary from total rejection of a sustainability agenda
and non-responsiveness, through compliance, eco-efficiency or strategic sustainability, all the way to ide-
ological commitment (Dunphy and Benveniste 2000).
Destination values and strategic directions always directly reflect destination leadership which is set
in an inter-organizational context through distributed and systemic leadership (Pechlaner, Kozak and Volgger
2014). Leadership is considered by many to be a missing link in destination management theory (Bieger
and Beritelli 2013). This is because the concepts of governance and networking go hand in hand, but are
only able to resolve the issues of processes and how things are done, whereas the question of goals and
strategies should be addressed through a framework of leadership or generally a more humanistic approach
(Volgger and Pechlaner 2015). Having all this in mind, Waligo, Clarke and Hawkings (2013) note that lead-
ership is essential in creating a common understanding about the values of sustainable development and
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its implementation at the destination. However, according to Yasarata et al. (2010), a pressurized political
context as well as politicians’ attitudes and values in some countries can significantly alter the implementation
of sustainable development policies, compared to the original plans.
The destination actors that have the power to choose or change the nature of tourism development can
have a key impact on spreading the benefits of tourism development to the development of the entire des-
tination and local community (Moscardo 2005). The most important aspect of this power is whether and
how much it is based on knowledge. However, the problem with many developing destinations is that des-
tination residents have a small or limited role in tourism planning, whereas the development is directed
by foreign tour operators, often power-distant government departments and destination management organ-
isations (Moscardo 2011). Mountain destinations in most of the Dinarides are definitely developing
destinations where these kinds of issues are present, which is why development priorities should be com-
pared to those of more developed mountain destinations, such as those in the Alps.
The main goal of this article is to determine whether there are any differences in the social represen-
tations of sustainable tourism that affect the realization of sustainable tourism in the Alps compared to
the Dinarides. The goal is also to identify the triggers of destination management differences that result
in various problems in implementating sustainable tourism development. In this sense, the following four
research questions have been developed:
1. How great is the importance of various stakeholders to destination management?
2. How great is the implementation of sustainability principles in destination planning?
3. What are the leadership or management values practiced at the destination?
4. What are the priorities of destination development?
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The Dinaric Alps (Dinarides)
The Alps
Author of the map background: Google Image Landsat 2016; US Department of State Geographer 2016; GeoBasis–DE/BKG 2009
Copyright for the map background: © Google, 2016 © GeoBasic–DE/BKG
Figure 1: Position of the researched mountain areas in Europe: The Alps and the Dinarides.
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2 Methods
The research method used in this study was a questionnaire, and the sampling method was judgment sam-
pling used as a nonprobability method, which means that sample was selected based on judgment. The
questionnaire was translated into six languages and it used a seven-point Lickert scale for all of the ques-
tions (a five-point was not used intentionally, in order to avoid mistakes because there are, for example,
differences in school grading in different countries), on which 7 was the highest score. The questionnaire
was sent out via e-mail and as an online questionnaire (respondent could choose which one to use) to select-
ed DMOs in areas over 1000m in elevation. Altogether, 1,213 organizations where included and seventy
of them replied. The relatively low response rate (5.77%) was expected, given that previous research
(Finkelstein, Hambrick and Cannella 2009) had indicated that professionals in management positions are
not inclined to participate in research on leadership values. The distribution of the data collected is as fol-
lows: fourty-six in the Alps (six France, one in Liechtenstein, nine in Italy, seven in Germany, two in Alpine
Slovenia, nine in Austria, and twelve in Switzerland) and twenty-four in the Dinarides-24 (one in Albania,
ten in Bosnia and Herzegovina, three in Montenegro, one in Croatia, zero in Kosovo, four in Macedonia,
one in Dinaric Slovenia, and four in Serbia). The research included the following types of organizations:
tourism organizations, departments/sections for tourism and/or economic development (in charge of tourism)
in local municipal institutions, regional tourism organizations, tourism societies, destination marketing
organizations and regional development organizations.
In the analysis phase, MS Excel was used to calculate the descriptive statistics, as well as SPSS to cal-
culate statistical significance using t-tests. In the graphs and tables, statistical significance at the 0.05 level
is marked with two asterisks. In this sense, it is important that the two samples (the Alps and Dinarides)
were relatively well-balanced, because there is no statistically significant difference between the two groups
in age, level of education, or any key competency of the respondents. The only statistically significant dif-
ference was in the sex of the respondents; there were more women in the Alps sample.
3 Results
The results on the social representations of sustainable tourism in the management practice cover the fol-
lowing aspects of the destination management process in the two mountain regions: the importance given
to the different types of stakeholders by the DMO (Figure 2), planning for sustainability at the destina-
tion (Figure 3 and Table 1), leadership/management values at the destination (Figure 4), and priorities of
the destination development (Table 2). In all of the following tables and graphs, two asterisks »**« indi-
cates statistically significant difference at the 0.05 level.
Figure 2 shows that there are significant differences in stakeholder prioritization by the destination
management organizations between the Alps and the Dinarides. One very important difference is that stake-
holders are more evenly ranked in the Dinarides, whereas the three most important stakeholders are clearly
more important than the other stakeholders in the Alps.
As shown in Figure 3, self-evaluations about the implementation of sustainability principles in desti-
nation planning show a small difference. However, the differences between evaluation in word only and
concrete actions become somewhat clearer in Table 1, Figure 4 and Table 2.
Table 1: Planning for sustainability.
Feature Likert scores (rank)
Alps Dinarides
Multidisciplinary sustainable development planning documents 4.17 (3rd) 3.77
Economic/tourism development documents 4.94 (1st) 4.05 (3rd)
**Environmental protection documents 4.26 (2nd) 5.64 (1st)
Separate cost-benefit analyses 2.98 3.14
**Legislation (constitutional, environmental, economic/tourism, etc.) 4.06 5.18 (2nd)
Other 1.72 1.72
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Figure 3: Implementation of sustainability principles in destination planning (self-reported by DMOs).
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There is a statistically significant difference between the two mountain regions regarding documents
used for planning sustainability regarding environmental protection, as well as laws. In both cases, these
were significantly more important in the Dinarides than in the Alps. As shown in Table 1, economic/tourism
development documents are the single most important document in the Alps, followed by environmen-
tal protection documents and multidisciplinary sustainable development planning documents (ranked first,
second and third). In the Dinarides however multidisciplinary sustainable development planning docu-
ments are ranked only as a fourth priority. This means that in the Dinarides, environmental protection
goals should be put into a broader social context (social and economic). In that sense, there is space for
using more multidisciplinary general planning documents of sustainable development in the Dinarides.
Top managers’ choices are shown to be affected by their experiences, values and personality (Hambrick
2007; Hambrick and Mason 1984). This applies to DMOs in the same way as it does to other organiza-
tions. As shown in Figure 4, leadership or management values such as hard work, chain of command,
protection of the environment and protection of nature score more importantly in the Dinarides. In this
sense, for DMOs in the Dinarides there is an opportunity to create organizations that are more egalitarian
(emphasizing the social equality of all co-workers) and rely less on hierarchy (or the chain of command).
Similarly as with documents for planning sustainability, there is a noticeable polarization of answers towards
environmental protection in the Dinarides, which also means that there is poorer integration of this aspect
with other aspects of sustainability. Conversely, in the Alps, environmental protection of the destination




































































































































The Alps The Dinaric Alps
Figure 4: Leadership or management values in the destination.
Ivan Paunović, Verka Jovanović, Sustainable mountain tourism in word and deed: A comparative analysis in the macro …
Table 2: Priorities of destination development.
Feature Likert scores (rank)
Alps Dinarides
**Tourism research 4.63 5.87
Market research 4.87 5.61
**Use of social media (LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter) 4.83 5.87
**FDI (foreign direct investment) 2.96 5.52
Image and marketing 5.37 5.96
Tourism product development 6.11 (1st) 6.17
**Development of infrastructure 5.72 (3rd) 6.65 (1st)
**Destination stakeholder network improvement 5.09 5.91
**Environmental protection 5.22 6.61 (2nd)
**Regional or cross-border cooperation 5.02 6
**Human resources development 4.76 6.09
Development of core competencies 4.98 5.48
**SME (small and medium-sized enterprises) support 4.2 5.49
**Service quality 5.87 (2nd) 6.57 (3rd)
Innovative products 5.70 5.83
Sustainable development 5.43 6.17
Energy efficiency 4.98 5.61
Although there are some differences in terms of leadership or management values, in terms of destina-
tion development priorities, there are significant differences (ten out of seventeen are significantly different),
as shown in Table 2. This is understandable given the two regions’ different levels of economic development.
Priorities rated significantly higher in the Dinarides are tourism research, social media use, foreign direct
investment, destination stakeholder network improvement, regional and cross-border cooperation and devel-
opment, human resource development, and SME support. This surely doesn’t mean that in the Alps the
destination do not have a need for improvements in this areas, but rather that they are already sufficiently devel-
oped and are not considered a priority in future development, because these areas are already functional.
When analyzed separately, the priorities of destination development (marked in parentheses) in the
Alps are tourism products, service quality, and infrastructure development; in the Dinarides, they are infra-
structure development, environmental protection and service quality. Infrastructure development and service
quality are priorities for both destinations, but they are rated as significantly more important in the Dinarides.
This finding says a great deal about the special importance of these two aspects (improvement of infra-
structure and service quality) for the development of mountain destinations in the Dinarides, while at the
same time trying to preserve the environment. This is a real challenge of sustainable tourism development
in the Dinarides, and also something that should be studied more in future research. 
There is a space for investments in accommodation capacities, as well as accompanying IT industry
in the Dinarides. An equally important finding concerns DMOs themselves, which should become orga-
nizationally less hierarchical (rely less on chain of command-Figure 4), with more employee empowerment
in relation to managers or leaders, especially if the same educational structure of employees in both regions
is taken into account. Alpine DMOs are significantly less focused on nature protection as a development
priority and as a leadership value, and organizations for nature protection have less influence on the DMOs.
Bearing in mind the general importance of gastronomy as a stakeholder, and service quality development
as a development priority, developing the quality of gastronomic services is recommended in the both moun-
tain regions.
4 Discussion
Understanding the relation of the DMO to other destination actors in the mountain destinations is very
important because policy changes, related to environmental, social and economic impacts can only be imple-
mented in this DMO-stakeholders nexus. The most important difference in this sense is that in the Alps,
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there is a stronger division between what Franch, Martini and Buffa (2008) identified as primary and sec-
ondary stakeholders, as related to power and influence at the destination. The most important stakeholders
in the Alps are public institutions, accommodation and gastronomy, whereas the most important stake-
holders in the Dinarides are education and training organizations, new media (social media, blogs, etc.),
and culinary providers. The relatively low importance of the social dimension in sustainable development
in the Dinarides is in line with the findings of Kovačič and Brečko Grubar (2016) regarding knowledge
of sustainable development among Slovenian students, who also lack awareness of the social dimension.
More importantly, it also confirms the findings of Byrd, Cardenas and Greenwood (2008) in the case of
North Carolina, where, the authors emphasize the need to inform destination stakeholders about social
issues and how they relate to sustainable development. Consequently, there is still much space in the Dinarides
for better stakeholder integration and consultation, and this must be reflected in multidisciplinary gen-
eral planning documents as evidenced in the literature (Waligo, Clarke and Hawkins 2013; Brida, Osti and
Barquet 2010; Shunnaq, Schwab and Reid 2008). The results confirm that in the Alps there is a good trans-
disciplinary development policy, because of the long tradition in transnational sustainable development,
with the challenge of further improving environmental protection. This confirms the findings by Marzelli
and Lintzmeyer (2015) that in the macro-region of the Alps, improvements are needed in natural resources
management, although significant results have already been achieved so far.
The sustainable tourism literature recognizes that destination planning paradigms are out of date (Waligo,
Clarke and Hawkins 2013; Popesku 2011; Goeldner and Ritchie 2009; Krippendorf, Zimmer and Glauber
1985), especially for mountain destinations (Trawoeger 2014; Paunović and Radojević 2014; Blasco, Guia
and Prats 2014; Dawson and Scott 2013), because they do not fully take into account broader social and
environmental impacts of tourism in order to lessen the impact of the tourism industry on the environ-
ment and communities. This is why the results of this study are so important for tourism geography. They
demonstrate the lack of interdisciplinarity in planning sustainable tourism in the Dinarides as well as an
unused potential of flexible, soft policy instruments (compared to laws) in achieving sustainable tourism.
Leadership is considered an essential part of addressing the »crisis of governance« involving the natural
environment (Case et al. 2015; Young et al. 2007), an issue of great importance in mountain destinations,
which are ecologically very sensitive (Prideaux 2009). Leadership values constitute an important part of the
modern destination management process, in which economic, environmental and social values are all equal-
ly important. An important notion is also that not all people that declare themselves in favour of environmental
protection really consider this a value because value is something that is a permanent priority and affects
actual actions as well as the choice of policy instruments in the broader framework of governance (Smrekar
2011; Hall 2010). Research of declared values in the Dinarides revealed that, regarding DMO organization,
hierarchies (i.e., chain of command and hard work) are much more important than in the Alps. This con-
firms the low priority of the social dimension of sustainability in the Dinarides (such are stakeholder involvement,
social inclusion, partner networks, etc.). On the other hand, in the Alps the attitude towards the environment
and nature protection at the destination could be improved, as shown in the Figure 4.
The tourism industry has a strong impact on resources at the destination, especially on the local com-
munity at the destination, and at the same time the future of the tourist destination also depends on protecting
those very same resources (Prideaux 2009; Goeldner and Ritchie 2009). Therefore, research plays an impor-
tant role in informing those involved in tourism about available development alternatives and priorities
while maintaining a holistic and systemic approach in dealing with tourism development (Prideaux 2009;
Burns and Novelli 2008). This is particularly true for ecologically sensitive mountain regions such as the
Alps and the Dinarides, which is why the results presented results should serve as a basis for further dis-
cussion on sustainable tourism development priorities. Why do certain regions have certain priorities, why
do these priorities differ, and how do they change over time? Although there are general differences in
the social representations of sustainable tourism between the Alps and the Dinarides, individual destinations
within both regions can also vary significantly depending on the specific arrangements: the type of orga-
nization responsible for coordinating destination development, institutional arrangements and the local
resources available (i.e., human, geographic, infrastructure, know-how, tradition, etc.). In this sense,
future research on social representations of sustainable tourism should take two directions: 1) research
can be conducted on larger samples and in different regions or types of destinations, and 2) a qualitative
research approach (i.e., case studies and interviews) should complement the qualitative approach in order
to provide greater understanding and interpretation of the results obtained.
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5 Conclusion
In order to enhance future sustainable tourism development in the Alps and Dinarides, geography and
tourism research should advocate the constant communication of information and upgrading of knowl-
edge of the entire tourism public regarding available development alternatives and priorities, especially
taking into account the observed differences. Special emphasis should be put on exchange of best practices
and improvement of the quality of all sustainable tourism elements. An important link in this process is
understanding the social representations of sustainable mountain tourism. This is because the very same
concept, such as sustainable tourism, can have completely different interpretations and social roles in dif-
ferent societies or communities. This study has confirmed that there are differences in this sense, and it
has presented a detailed analysis of social representations of sustainable mountain tourism in the Alps and
the Dinarides, as a basis for further research on implementing sustainable tourism. There are significant
differences in the social representations of sustainable tourism regarding stakeholder prioritization, des-
tination planning, leadership or management values, and destination development priorities.
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